Changing Quality Controls: The Effects of Increasing Product Variety and Shortening Product Life Cycles by Iwaarden, J.D. (Jos) van
Changing Quality Controls
The effects of increasing product variety and shortening product
life cycles
Management control systems, such as quality controls, are an essential
part of any organisation. Yet, many such systems were originally devel-
oped when the business world was relatively stable. Currently, the
rate of change in many markets is rapid because a large number of
product variants are offered to consumers, and product life cycles are
decreasing fast. This research is a study of how these two trends of
increasing product variety and shortening product life cycles affect
quality management systems.
Since the automotive industry is a business sector that has been strongly
influenced by these two developments, the empirical part of the
research consists of case studies at two car manufacturers and a truck
manufacturer, and a questionnaire survey among a sample of Western
European automotive suppliers. This research takes a novel approach
to quality management research by applying a model from the field
of management control. 
The research has found that the complexity that is caused by increasing
product variety and shortening product life cycles is to a large extent
shifted to suppliers when car manufacturers outsource large parts of
the development and assembly work. However, since Just-In-Time
production is the standard for first tier suppliers, there is virtually no
time to solve quality problems once they occur. Therefore, both car
manufacturers and their suppliers have moved the focus of their
quality management systems to preventing quality problems from
occurring. In situations of shortening product life cycles, the empirical
data clearly support the increased use of participative and cooperative
quality control systems, as predicted by the research model.
Finally, the research suggests that the complexities of dealing
simultaneously with many different product variants, combined with
the frequent introduction of new products and variants, may mean
that some quality problems are neither preventable, nor curable.
Quality management research has to devise tools and techniques to
enable the customer and the organisation to deal with these issues.
ERIM
The Erasmus Research Institute of Management (ERIM) is the Research
School (Onderzoekschool) in the field of management of the Erasmus
University Rotterdam. The founding participants of ERIM are RSM
Erasmus University and the Erasmus School of Economics. ERIM was
founded in 1999 and is officially accredited by the Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). The research undertaken by
ERIM is focussed on the management of the firm in its environment,
its intra- and inter-firm relations, and its business processes in their
interdependent connections. 
The objective of ERIM is to carry out first rate research in management,
and to offer an advanced graduate program in Research in Management.
Within ERIM, over two hundred senior researchers and Ph.D. candidates
are active in the different research programs. From a variety of academic
backgrounds and expertises, the ERIM community is united in striving
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The effects of increasing product variety and shortening product
life cycles
Management control systems, such as quality controls, are an essential
part of any organisation. Yet, many such systems were originally devel-
oped when the business world was relatively stable. Currently, the
rate of change in many markets is rapid because a large number of
product variants are offered to consumers, and product life cycles are
decreasing fast. This research is a study of how these two trends of
increasing product variety and shortening product life cycles affect
quality management systems.
Since the automotive industry is a business sector that has been strongly
influenced by these two developments, the empirical part of the
research consists of case studies at two car manufacturers and a truck
manufacturer, and a questionnaire survey among a sample of Western
European automotive suppliers. This research takes a novel approach
to quality management research by applying a model from the field
of management control. 
The research has found that the complexity that is caused by increasing
product variety and shortening product life cycles is to a large extent
shifted to suppliers when car manufacturers outsource large parts of
the development and assembly work. However, since Just-In-Time
production is the standard for first tier suppliers, there is virtually no
time to solve quality problems once they occur. Therefore, both car
manufacturers and their suppliers have moved the focus of their
quality management systems to preventing quality problems from
occurring. In situations of shortening product life cycles, the empirical
data clearly support the increased use of participative and cooperative
quality control systems, as predicted by the research model.
Finally, the research suggests that the complexities of dealing
simultaneously with many different product variants, combined with
the frequent introduction of new products and variants, may mean
that some quality problems are neither preventable, nor curable.
Quality management research has to devise tools and techniques to
enable the customer and the organisation to deal with these issues.
ERIM
The Erasmus Research Institute of Management (ERIM) is the Research
School (Onderzoekschool) in the field of management of the Erasmus
University Rotterdam. The founding participants of ERIM are RSM
Erasmus University and the Erasmus School of Economics. ERIM was
founded in 1999 and is officially accredited by the Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). The research undertaken by
ERIM is focussed on the management of the firm in its environment,
its intra- and inter-firm relations, and its business processes in their
interdependent connections. 
The objective of ERIM is to carry out first rate research in management,
and to offer an advanced graduate program in Research in Management.
Within ERIM, over two hundred senior researchers and Ph.D. candidates
are active in the different research programs. From a variety of academic
backgrounds and expertises, the ERIM community is united in striving
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